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Abstract: Recent studies advocate that digital technologies are key enabling factors for the
introduction of servitized business models. At the same time, these technologies support the
implementation of the circular economy (CE) paradigm into businesses. Despite this general
agreement, the literature still overlooks how digital technologies enable such a CE transition. To fill
the gap, this paper develops a conceptual framework, based on the literature and a case study of
a company implementing a usage-focused servitized business model in the household appliance
industry. This study focuses on the Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data, and analytics, and identifies
eight specific functionalities enabled by such technologies (improving product design, attracting
target customers, monitoring and tracking product activity, providing technical support, providing
preventive and predictive maintenance, optimizing the product usage, upgrading the product,
enhancing renovation and end-of-life activities). By investigating how these functionalities affect
three CE value drivers (increasing resource efficiency, extending lifespan, and closing the loop),
the conceptual framework developed in this paper advances knowledge about the role of digital
technologies as an enabler of the CE within usage-focused business models. Finally, this study shows
how digital technologies help overcome the drawback of usage-focused business models for the
adoption of CE pointed out by previous literature.
Keywords: circular business model; sustainability; servitization; Product-Service System (PSS);
Internet of Things; Big Data & Analytics; Industry 4.0; household appliances
1. Introduction
The circular economy (CE) paradigm has reached increasing attention among academia and
practitioners as a mean to promote sustainability [1], i.e., development that meets the need of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs [2]. Moreover,
recent studies [3] show that the application of CE principles may increase the European Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) as much as 11%, with a net benefit of about €1.8 trillion by 2030, and savings on material
costs up to USD 1 trillion [4,5].
The introduction of servitized business models (BMs), where the use or the function of a product
is sold instead of the product itself, has been acknowledged as one possible enabling factor of the
CE paradigm into companies [3,6,7]. For instance, in the mobility sector, car sharing offerings where
the providers do not sell cars, but offer turnkey solutions through a servitized scheme [8], have been
often used in literature as examples of the application of the CE principles [5,9]. Car2go represents
a practical example of a business-to-consumer (B2C) car sharing BM, where cars can be taken and left
at any place within the city area, and users are charged with a price-per-minute fee [10].
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Over the years, several works have discussed how servitized BMs can enable CE. A remarkable
example is a study by Mont et al. [11], which shows how leasing and reconditioning models applied to
baby prams can lead to environmental benefits, such as a reduced amount of waste generated at the
end of life and the reduced consumption of virgin materials. Other notable examples encompass the
clothing sector, where companies like Mud Jeans have started to lease jeans to customers for a monthly
price, collecting them back for repair or recycling [9], or the lighting sector, where Philips have started
to offer “light-as-a-service” under a pay-per-lux BM [6]. The literature has pointed out the potential
benefits that companies may gather from servitized BMs, such as strengthening customer relations,
creating higher barriers for competitors, and generating new and resilient revenue streams [12–14];
it also notes the great challenges implied [15–17], since servitization requires fundamental changes in
the way of delivering value and dealing with customers and stakeholders [18].
In this context, the role of new digital technologies that constitute the backbone of the fourth
industrial revolution (such as Internet of Things (IoT), 3D printing, Big Data and relating analytics,
virtual and augmented reality, etc.), has been indicated as “disruptive”. In fact, these technologies
are radically reshaping the way companies deliver existing services [14], enabling the introduction of
servitized BMs into companies and facilitating the transition towards CE [12,14,19–21]. A practical
example is the “Power-by-the-Hour” program provided by Rolls-Royce [22]. In fact, this program can
be considered as a servitized BM, where airline manufacturers no longer buy engines but pay a variable
fee for their availability. In this model, providing effective engine maintenance is crucial [12]. To do
so, Rolls-Royce has implemented specific IoT technologies to monitor the engine data received via
satellites in real time, and automatically elaborates the collected data through appropriate analytics [17].
Thus, preventive and predictive maintenance may be executed, and the useful life of engines may be
extended, therefore achieving CE.
However, the way in which digital technologies favor the transition towards CE has not been
analyzed in detail yet [5], and more conceptual and empirical investigation is required in the
field [5,23]. To contribute to the building of knowledge on this aspect, this paper focuses on how
new digital technologies, such as IoT, Big Data, and analytics act in the deployment of usage-focused
BMs to increase resource efficiency, extend product lifespan, and close the loop, i.e., to attain the
fundamental CE value drivers recognized in literature [20]. More specifically, the paper identifies
and empirically explores, through a case study, eight functionalities of usage-focused BMs enabled by
digital technologies, thus explaining how they support the transition towards CE. This is formalized
through the development of a conceptual framework.
The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 sets the background of the study, providing a review
of the literature in the fields of CE, servitized BMs, and the selected digital technologies. Section 3
describes the research design, process, and methodology, introducing the conceptual framework
and designing its structure. Section 4 presents the empirical investigation, and Section 5 includes
a discussion of the results, and provides the conceptual framework. Lastly, in Section 6, conclusions,
research contributions, managerial implications, as well as limitations and future research directions
are illustrated.
2. Background
2.1. Circular Economy
Notwithstanding the increasing attention that the CE concept has gained from academia,
practitioners, and policy makers in recent years [24,25], a detailed definition of CE is still missing in the
literature [26]. So far, the most prominent definition of CE has been provided by the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation [3], who defines CE as a “system restorative and regenerative by design, which aims to
maintain products, components and materials at their highest utility and value” [2,25,27–29]. The CE
concept has its roots in other schools of thought, such as industrial ecology, industrial symbiosis, blue
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economy, Product-Service System, cradle-to-cradle, and biomimicry [2,27,29,30]. However, the body of
knowledge regarding CE is still in its infancy [4].
In general, CE contrasts the linear economy, where products are manufactured from raw materials,
sold to consumers, and then disposed as waste after their use [3]. In fact, CE decouples economic
growth from environmental losses and resource extraction, by enabling several closed-loop cycles
of reuse, remanufacturing, and recycling [31]. Thus, CE needs to give equal attention to both the
reverse and forward flows of products, components, and materials [13], by the implementation of
reverse logistics and closed-loop supply chains [32]. A hierarchy among the several reverse logistics
activities should be followed [33]: reuse is generally preferable to recycling, since much of the product
intrinsic value remains intact [34]. Moreover, products should be redesigned with the aim of enhancing
multiple lifecycles [35], in order to improve reuse, refurbishment, remanufacturing, and recycling.
Thus, several design-for-x strategies for eco-design [36], product life extension [37], modularization [5],
remanufacturing [30], standardization, and material selection [38] may be pursued.
CE implementation projects may take place at three different implementation levels, which differ
by their scale and unit of analysis: micro, meso, and macro [1,24,39]. The micro level highlights the
transition towards CE made by a single company [29]. At the meso level, the focus of the study is
extended from the single company to comprise inter-firm collaboration through industrial symbiosis,
in order to establish so-called eco-industrial parks [24]. The macro level highlights a broader view,
putting emphasis on the efforts that cities, regions, or countries do in promoting the adoption of the
CE paradigm [39]. Furthermore, the implementation of CE may follow a top-down or a bottom-up
approach [25]. In the first case, the transition towards CE is mainly driven by regulation and legislation,
following a “command and control” principle [1]. In the latter, the transition towards CE is instead
mainly driven by the perspective of gathering economic benefits by single economic actors [25].
Following the directives of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation [20], companies who desire to adopt
the CE paradigm may convert their value proposition by the means of three CE value drivers. First,
the company should offer a solution that increases the utilization of their assets and products, thus
pursuing resource efficiency. Second, the company should aim to extend the lifespan of products. Third,
the company should close the loop, i.e., enhance multiple product lifecycles of reuse, remanufacturing,
and, as an ultimate option, recycling [33]. If appropriately designed, the CE value drivers may bring
economic and environmental benefits to the company [3]. Moreover, in order to pursue sustainability,
the social dimension of CE must also be considered [39]. Thus, the company should adjust its value
proposition to embrace also social aims.
2.2. Servitized Business Models
To incentivize companies in adopting CE, previous literature envisages a shift from the sales of
products to the provision of services [38]. In this regard, companies should convert not only their
value proposition, but also their entire BM [3,18,28,40,41], thus moving towards a servitized one,
which is an excellent vehicle to enhance competitiveness and foster sustainability simultaneously [42].
However, moving from products to product service is not only related to the integration of the most
advanced service offerings. Indeed, this transformation is a complex concept, both for practitioners
and for scholars, and still remains poorly understood. In particular, there seems to be a lack of research
related to the transformation needed in the BM elements to successfully move to servitized BMs [18].
The works describing the servitization journey often point out that between pure product sales
and pure service provision, a spectrum of different options can exist, where products and services
are combined to varying degrees [42]. Over the years, the typology concept, generally understood as
delineating types of things where the types are decided conceptually [43], has been used to describe
the transition from product to servitized BMs. Existing literature reveals various typologies that
could identify the different types of BMs. For instance, Wise and Baumgartner identify four BM
types [44]: embedded services, comprehensive services, integrated solutions, and distribution control.
This classification is based on service content, but product ownership is not considered. The concept
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of product ownership is instead presented in Michelini and Razzoli [45], who distinguish between
the provision of tangibles with included lifecycle services, the provision of tangibles under leasing
arrangements, and the provision of shared products and function delivery. Baines and Lightfoot [12]
observe three different types of services, depending on the focus of the company outcome: in base
services, the outcome is focused on the product provision; in intermediate services, it is focused on the
maintenance of product condition; in advanced services, it is focused on the delivery of a capability
through the performance of the product [12].
Tukker [42], instead, proposes three categories of BMs, namely product-oriented, use-oriented,
and result-oriented [42]. This classification of BMs is agreed upon by several authors and refined by
others [22,46,47]. Tukker’s classification remains the most widely accepted point of reference, which is
used extensively in the literature [22,47] and also in this paper. Below, the Tukker’s classification is
introduced, using the BM perspective to describe each option and its potential impact on the three
Ellen MacArthur Foundation CE value drivers [20]:
• Product-focused BMs: In this BM type, the main purpose is to deliver tangible value to the
customer [42]. Value is considered as an embedded attribute of the product being exchanged, and
it mainly refers to the four P’s of the marketing mix: price, product, promotion, and place [48].
The product ownership (property rights to the product) is transferred to the customer, while the
company can sell a combination of single standard products and industrial services, which are
usually not customized. The aim of this kind of services is to improve or restore the functionality of
the product, such as through maintenance and repair (basic field services and inspection). As the
service is seen as non-core business, the company can define a network of third party service
suppliers [49]. Moreover, information exchange is limited, and mostly related to technical and
operational aspects. In this BM category, the company has no (or lower) responsibility for product
lifecycle, and transactions are often single and independent from each other [47]. However,
some extra services may be added [42]. Extended warranties, as well as repair and maintenance
contracts can represent a source of value for the customer within these BMs. The main revenue
stream is represented by product sales, in which is often included a pre-sales service related
component. Thus, product-focused BMs do not change the incentive for companies to maximizes
the product sales [7]. Therefore, through this BM type it is uncommon for companies to achieve
CE objectives, since rarely do the offered solutions increase resource efficiency, extend the product
lifespan, or close the loop.
• Usage-focused BMs: In this BM type, the customer does not buy the product. In fact, customers
pay a fee to gain access to it [42,50]. The company also takes responsibility for providing lifecycle
services such as maintenance, repair, and control [49]. Moreover, the company has also a powerful
incentive to design a product in terms of which elements can be re-used after the product’s useful
life. Again, the product should be easy to maintain when a maintenance contract is signed, or for
the parts to be easily reused when a take-back agreement is made [18]. Because the company
retains the product ownership, and users can change during the product lifetime, the product
should allow upgrades, thus achieving a longer lifetime [51]. In this BM type, advanced services,
such as remote monitoring and diagnosis, advanced training, consultancy on product-enabled
processes, as well as predictive maintenance are crucial [18]. Internal costs for these activities
have to be better quantified than in product-focused BMs—leasing or renting products instead
of selling them would increase the company costs, since it would require high initial capital
investments. Thus, financial resources become critical, and the payback period is often longer than
for physical product sales [42]. Usage-focused BMs are more promising than product-oriented
ones in achieving CE objectives, since they intensify the use of materials e.g., through sharing [7],
thus increasing resource efficiency. If advanced maintenance or take-back agreements are signed,
the other CE value drivers (i.e., extend product lifespan and close the loop) may also be pursued
through this BM type. However, usage-focused BMs (such as sharing, leasing, pay-per-use) could
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bring to a less careful usage by the customer base, leading to a quicker wear and tear [7], thus
questioning the pursuing of the second CE value driver.
• Result-focused BMs: In this BM type, the customer does not buy the product or system, but pays
a variable fee that depends on the achievement of a contractually-set result, in terms of
product/system performance or outcome of its usage [42]. Thus, the value is generated by
an individualized and integrated combination of products and services to produce the expected
results [47]. A field service network is a prerequisite for successful service delivery of traditional
and advanced services, where field technicians interact frequently with customers, and customers
tend to trust them more. In this sense, online or web-based collaboration systems serve as
an additional tool [50]. Payments are generally based on outcome units, which are paid for their
results [50]. The core of this concept is that the customer buys the performance, not the product
and the related services. Thus, the company is responsible for all lifecycle costs [18]. This, in turn,
provides a powerful incentive to design products for CE, following the design policies introduced
in Section 2.1. Moreover, the company has the incentive to minimize the overall lifecycle cost,
thus minimizing operating costs (for instance, by increasing resource efficiency), extending the
product lifespan, and collecting back products to allow multiple lifecycles [7]. Thus, this BM type
allows companies to achieve CE by the means of all the three CE value drivers. In accordance with
Tukker [7], result-focused BMs may be the most effective ones to move towards CE. However,
it is generally difficult to measure outcomes and results in term of product/system performance,
and reach an agreement between customer and supplier in this regard.
Table 1 provides a summary of the literature findings regarding the relations among the different
servitized BMs and the CE value drivers, as well as the main drawback of each servitized BM type.
Table 1. Servitized business models (BMs) and their relations with the three circular economy (CE)
value drivers.
Servitized BM Type
Circular Economy Value Driver Main Drawback with
Respect to CE AdoptionIncrease Resource
Efficiency Extend Lifespan Close the Loop
Product-focused
(customers have the
product ownership)
+: After-sales services such as
repair, extended warranties,
maintenance contracts
This BM type incentives
companies to maximize
product sales, alongside the
negative environmental
impact of more products
that probably will
become waste
Usage-focused
(customers pay a fee
to gain access to
a product)
+: Product sharing
among users
+: Extra-Services such as
extended warranties, predictive
maintenance, repair
+: Design-to-last products
+: Upgrade
−: Quicker wear and tear due to
less careful usage by customers
+: Take-back
agreement
+: Design for
closing the loop
This BM type could bring
a less careful usage by the
customers base, leading to
a quicker wear and tear
Result-focused
(customers pay
a variable fee
depending on the
achievement of
agreed results)
+: Product sharing
among users
+: Extra-Services such as
extended warranties, predictive
maintenance, repair
+: Design-to-last products
+: Upgrade
+: Take-back
agreement
+: Design for
closing the loop
It may be difficult to
measure results in terms of
product/system
performance and reach
an agreement between
customer and supplier
Key: “+” means a positive effect of the BM type on the CE value driver, while “−“ means a negative effect.
2.3. The Role of the Internet of Things, Big Data, and Analytics for Servitized Business Models and
Circular Economy
Both scientific and grey literature acknowledge IoT, Big Data, and analytics as enablers for
the transition towards servitized BMs [52] and CE [4,6,20,21]. While the enabling role of digital
technologies for the servitization of companies has been investigated by previous studies (see,
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for instance, the work of Ardolino et al. [53]), their specific role as enabler for CE has been quite
under-investigated to date [5,23].
The Internet of Things (IoT) technology refers to supplying devices with sensors, which give
them the ability to communicate and to become active participants in an information network [52].
The application of the IoT technology turns stand-alone products into smart and connected ones [54].
Allmendinger and Lombreglia [55], in their seminal paper, have pointed out that the monitoring
product status and condition is crucial to this regard. Thus, through IoT, companies may obtain
real-time remote monitoring of product usage, status, and location [12,13,23]. Therefore, companies
have a great opportunity to gain knowledge on how customers are using products, achieving a closer
proximity with them [52], and thus transforming the interactions between manufacturer and their
customers from negotiation to communication [12,19,56]. When products become smart, companies
may upgrade only their digital components, such as the product firmware, thus enhancing product
upgradability [52]. Product upgradability may in turn contrast product obsolescence and its resulting
material waste, thus enhancing the transition to CE [51]. In their study, Cheng, Barton, and Prabhu [57]
have pointed out the crucial role of sensors like radio frequency identification (RFID) in tracing spare
parts. Consequently, the IoT technology may also support material tracking [6,29], playing a crucial
role and contributing greatly to the collection of end-of-life products and waste management [5], thus
helping to close the loop through reuse, remanufacturing, and recycling.
The IoT technology allows companies to collect a large amount of data [5]. Big Data are usually
defined in literature through the four V’s: volume, variety, velocity, and veracity. In fact, they are
characterized by (i) a massive amounts of data generated in a continuous way; (ii) unstructured and
distinct formats, such as imaging, texting, and so on; (iii) a high data generation frequency; and
(iv) a good quality and a direct and proven application [4,23]. As a result, Big Data cannot be analyzed
using traditional software or database techniques, since they are too large and change too much
rapidly [23]. Big Data are usually seen in literature as a valid approach to enable a better decision
making, if combined with appropriate analytics techniques [23]. In fact, analytics leverages software
and data mining techniques to extract useful information from data, by developing business intelligence
and decision support systems to identify patterns in the data and make predictions [23,53]. To find the
proper application, analytics need to work with large amounts of data [53]. In this case, analytics allow
companies to transform data into insights, which provides the basis for a better decision making [52,58].
Thus, the combination between Big Data and analytics can positively advance management towards
CE, by feeding sustainability-oriented decision-making processes with the required information [4].
Finally, Big Data and analytics are required in the provision of advanced services, such as preventive
and predictive maintenance [12,13,52,54], as exemplified by the Rolls-Royce “Power-by-the-Hour”
case [22].
3. Research Design, Framework, and Methods
3.1. Research Design
The previous sections have highlighted that, despite a general agreement that digital technologies
may speed up the deployment of servitized BMs and the transition towards CE, little attention has
been devoted to their specific role. In fact, “how” digital technologies support the transition to CE has
been quite overlooked by extant literature. On the other hand, previous studies have investigated how
servitized BMs may affect the three CE value drivers (see Table 1). The literature has also addressed
the role of digital technologies in the development of servitized BMs [52,58].
Therefore, the research objective lies in the interplay among the three different topics investigated
in literature, which are (i) servitized BMs; (ii) digital technologies; and (iii) CE and its three
value drivers. More specifically, it was decided to consider only one specific servitized BM
type, i.e., the usage-focused one. The literature suggests that in moving away from traditional
product-focused BMs, the potential for circular economy increases [7]. Despite the drawbacks
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of usage-oriented BMs towards CE, with respect to result-oriented BMs, we decided to focus on
usage-oriented BMs, since they are nowadays reaching an ever-increasing diffusion in both the
business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) sectors, also thanks to the growing
popularity of the “sharing” paradigm [3]. Moreover, among the several digital technologies highlighted
by the fourth industrial revolution, only IoT, Big Data, and analytics have been considered, in
accordance with recent works in this field [5,52,53].
Thus, the study in particular focuses on how IoT, Big Data, and analytics act in the deployment
of usage-focused Business Models to increase resource efficiency, extend product lifespan, and close
the loop, i.e., to attain the fundamental circular economy value drivers. Therefore, the following
research question has been formulated: how can IoT, Big Data, and analytics enable the transition to
circular economy at the micro level through the deployment of usage-focused BMs? This research
question is addressed by pointing out (through a literature review) how digital technologies support
the implementation of usage-oriented BMs, and investigating how such functionalities contribute to
the achievement of the three CE value drivers (through an empirical study and contrasting the findings
with the literature in the discussion). This is illustrated in Figure 1: the research framework is meant
to describe how the functionalities through which IoT, Big Data, and analytics enable usage-oriented
BMs affect the CE value drivers.
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To address the research question at hand, the research steps depicted in Figure 2 were followed.
The first step of the research consisted in the analysis of the existing literature in the fields of CE,
servitized BMs, and digital technologies (see Section 2). Then, a conceptual framework has been
designed (see Section 3.2 below). The framework collects a set of functionalities of servitized BMs
that are enabled by the digital technologies being investigated. To explore how these functionalities
enable the transition to CE, case study research was chosen as the methodology of the paper. The case
study design process is provided in detail in Section 3.3. Findings from the empirical application have
been used to fill the conceptual framework, which aims to explain how IoT, Big Data, and analytics
act in the deployment of usage-focused BMs to increase resource efficiency, extend product lifespan,
and close the loop, thus attaining the three fundamental CE value drivers.
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3.2. The Conceptual Framework: The Functionalities of Digital Technologies in Servitized Business Models
Starting from the main evidenc s of the literature a alysis, a new framework that points out
a specific s t of functionalities enabled by IoT, Big Data, and analytics in servitize BMs has been
designed. More specifically, we identified eight fu ctionalities, namely: improving product design,
attracting target customers, monitoring and tracking product activity, providing technical support,
providing preventive and predictive maintenance, optimizing the product usage, upgrading the
product, enhancing renovation and end-of-life activities. Table 2 illustrates the framework. While the
functionalities have been taken from the literature, and their relations with the digital technologies
addressed is known from previous studies, the way in which they contribute to CE by achieving
the three CE value drivers is the object of the empirical research described in Section 4. Therefore,
in Table 2, the columns corresponding to the three CE value drivers are not filled. Each functionality is
briefly described in the following, and referenc d through a number af er the symbo “#”.
First, by equi ping products with IoT sensors to collect usage data, and by analyzing them
through appropriate analytics, companies may improve the design of their products to better respond
to customers’ needs (Table 2, #1) [12,54]. Moreover, an elaboration of the information gathered
through IoT from the base of products installed, regarding how customers are using products, allows
companies to improve marketing activities (Table 2, #2), with the aim to attract new and targeted
customers [13,19,50,52,54]. Through IoT, companies monitor product condition, status, location, and
usage; this information must be collected and easily made available to each single customer, in order
to enable product sharing between multiple users (Table 2, #3) [4,5,12,13,19,22,52,54]. Moreover,
information collected through IoT helps companies and their field network to provide technical
support and other services, such as repair, spare parts management, etc. (Table 2, #4) [12,13,52].
Furthermore, the analysis of Big Data by analytics entails the provision of preventive and predictive
maintenance (Table 2, #5) [12,13,52,54].
By analyzing the Big Data collected through IoT with appropriate analytics, companies
may provide to their customers personalized advice, with the aim to optimize the usage phase
(Table 2, #6), such as suggestions on how products should be used in order to reduce their energy
consumption [12,50,52,54]. Whe the product offered becomes sm rt [54], compa ies may upgrade
only their digital elements, .g., th produ firmware or software, thus enhancing the feasibility of
an upgrade (Table 2, #7). Finally, through the IoT technology, companies can access real-time product
location and condition. This information may be used for a better execution of end-of-life collection,
refurbishment, remanufacturing, and recycling activities (#8) [12,23].
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Table 2. The conceptual framework. Columns referring to CE value drivers are empty and will be filled through the empirical investigation.
ID Functionality
Digital Technologies
Ref. Description
CE Value Driver
IoT Big Data &Analytics
Increase
Resource
Efficiency
Extend
Lifespan
Close the
Loop
1 Improving productdesign X X [12,54]
By collecting usage data through IoT and by analyzing
them through appropriate analytics, companies may
improve the design of their products to better respond to
customers’ needs.
2 Attracting targetcustomers X X [12,13,19,22,50,52,54]
An elaboration of the information gathered from the
products installed base (through IoT) regarding how
customers are using products allows companies to
improve marketing activities, with the aim to attract new
and targeted customers.
3
Monitoring and
tracking products
activity
X [4,5,12,13,19,22,52,54]
Through IoT, companies monitor product condition, status,
location and usage. To enable product sharing between
multiple users, this information must be collected and
easily made available to each single users.
4 Providing technicalsupport X X [12,13,52]
Information collected through IoT helps companies and
their field network to provide technical support and other
services such as spare parts management, repair, etc.
5
Providing
preventive and
predictive
maintenance
X X [12,13,52,54]
The analysis of Big Data collected through IoT by
appropriate analytics entails the provision of preventive
and predictive maintenance.
6 Optimizing theproduct usage X X [12,50,52,54]
By analyzing with appropriate analytics the Big Data
collected through IoT, companies may provide to their
customers personalized advice with the aim to optimize
the usage phase, e.g., how product should be used to
reduce energy consumption.
7 Upgrading theproduct X [52]
When the product offered becomes smart [54], companies
may upgrade only its digital elements, e.g., the product
firmware, thus enhancing the feasibility of upgrade.
8
Enhancing
renovation and
end-of-life activities
X X [12,23]
Through the IoT technology, companies can access in
real-time product location and condition. This information
may be used for a better execution of end-of-life collection,
refurbishment, remanufacturing, and recycling activities.
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3.3. Case Study Research
Given the exploratory nature of the research and the fact that the body of knowledge about CE is
in its infancy [4,29], a case study was considered as the most suitable methodology for the empirical
investigation [59]. In fact, case studies allow “how” questions to be answered with a relatively full
understanding of the complexity and nature of the phenomenon [60]. Moreover, the case study
methodology is suitable for exploring the detailed working of an organisation [12], and qualitative
case studies are needed at the initial stage of investigation [4].
A research protocol was utilized in order to enhance reliability and validity of case research,
encompassing case study design, data collection, data analysis, and results formalization [59].
According to the research protocol, a judgmental sampling technique was adopted to select
a company [61], following three main criteria. First, the company should have adopted IoT, as well
as Big Data and analytics, for the provision of its offering. Second, the company should adopt
a usage-focused BM, in accordance with the classification provided in the Background section above.
Third, the company should have adopted the CE paradigm into its vision or mission. Furthermore,
it was decided to select a company operating in a sector particularly promising for the adoption of the
CE paradigm. To this regard, the household appliances sector was chosen [3,36]. Thus, one company
who retails household appliances was contacted and accepted to participate in the study. However,
to protect its business interest, the company identity has been concealed here.
Following the research protocol, data collection was performed through different methods.
A preliminary questionnaire was utilized to gather general information about the context in which the
company operates, the turnover, the number of employees, and so forth. Semi-structured interviews
were used to gather other specific data related to the company BM, the digital technologies adopted,
and the company CE involvement. To this regard, the research protocol included the “guidelines
for interview”, i.e., the document outlining the topics to be covered by the interviewers during each
interview, along with the questions to be asked and the data to be collected [60]. Each interview
lasted between one and two hours. To enhance the study’s reliability, more than one researcher
participated simultaneously in the interviews. Each interview was transcribed and coded, and the text
was eventually sent back to respondents for clarification and validations [59].
Data were analyzed within the case, in order to allow researchers to become intimately familiar
with the case as a stand-alone identity [60]. Moreover, the case story was built by visual displaying
and highlighting the sequence of events coded [60]. To enhance construct validity, all the gathered
information was triangulated with secondary sources, such as the company website and other
company documentation [60]. Then, the last phase of the research protocol was conducted, looking
for explanations of the coded sequence of events, and thus trying to answer the research question.
Findings from the case study have been used to fill the conceptual framework designed in Table 2.
The case study is presented in the following.
4. The Alpha Case
4.1. Company Overview and Usage-Focused Business Models
Alpha is a household appliance retailer that operates in Northern Europe. It provides washing
machines, dishwashers, and tumble dryers, adopting a servitized business model. In fact, instead of
selling appliances to households, the company offers contracts (subscriptions) that give customers the
right of access and usage of the appliance under a pay-per-month or a pay-per-use scheme. Besides
the traditional subscription offering, the company has recently started their first “shared laundry”
pilot project, to test the feasibility of sharing appliances among households. The pilot project has
involved about 100 users, who have agreed to share washing machines and washer-dryers. Thus, the
company adopts three different servitized BM options: (i) a pay-per-month solution; (ii) a pay-per-use
solution; and (iii) a sharing solution. These three options may be classified as three different forms of
the usage-focused BM type described in Section 2.
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The company, founded in 2014, employs less than 10 employees. As of 2016, Alpha had achieved
an installed base of more than 1000 products, which generate a turnover of about €0.5 million.
Alpha generates customer value through a reduction of the initial investment required to access
to the appliance performance [62]. Indeed, the acquisition, transportation, and installation costs are
included in the fee. Thus, users may access a highly efficient appliance directly at their home, without
having to pay for its initial price, which is typically high. Moreover, since the usage cost affects more
than the 60% of the total cost of ownership of washing machines [63], Alpha is able to guarantee
a lower total cost to its customers, offering appliances characterized by low energy and consumable
consumption [62].
Since in usage-focused BMs, the company is usually responsible for all the product lifecycle
costs [62], products may be designed for CE (see Section 2.1). However, Alpha does not execute the
design phase of the appliances internally, given its retailer role. Conversely, the company can count
on a partnership with a high-quality appliance manufacturer, who provides highly efficient products.
Moreover, a network able to perform field support (e.g., transport, repair, maintenance, upgrade,
collection, etc.) is a prerequisite for a successful delivery of the company offering. As in the case of
design, Alpha does not perform these activities internally, but can count on a strong relationship with
a logistics and technical service provider.
When users end the subscription, the appliance is collected by the company. A full performance
check is executed and, after that, Alpha provides the appliance to a new user, within a new subscription.
When appliances become technologically obsolete, they are collected and replaced—old appliances are
repaired, refurbished, and cleaned. When they become energy inefficient, they are sent to secondary
markets, such as developing countries.
4.2. Digital Technologies in the Alpha Case
To deliver its usage-focused BMs, Alpha supplies an IoT kit developed in-house to households.
This IoT tool connects appliances to the internet through a plug-and-bridge instrument. Thus, the kit
transforms stand-alone appliances into smart and connected products [54], allowing Alpha to leverage
IoT, Big Data, and analytics in the provision of its usage-focused BMs. In fact, digital technologies
enable the eight functionalities considered in the framework (see Table 2). Empirical evidence shows
that each functionality, in turn, allows Alpha to achieve CE objectives by the means of the three CE
value drivers [20].
Thanks to its IoT tool, Alpha gains insights on how households use their appliances. Literature
suggests to use this information to improve the design of products [12,54]. However, since the design
phase of the appliances provided by Alpha is not performed internally, this functionality has not
been observed empirically. Nevertheless, design policies introduced in Section 2.1 may be pursued,
in order to design products that are easier to maintain, upgrade, disassemble, and recycle. This product
re-design thus extends product lifespan, as well as closing the loop.
Moreover, an elaboration of the information gathered from the base of products installed regarding
how customers are using those products allows companies to improve marketing activities, thus
attracting new target customers [50,52,54]. In the Alpha case, the company is able to learn the users’
habits regarding appliances usage, such as when they prefer to use the appliance, the appliance
load, etc. Thus, Alpha may adapt its offerings to the actual usage of appliances by households.
Therefore, a marketing activity that highlights these characteristics may increase the number of users
who adopt Alpha’s CE offering. Therefore, this functionality increases resource efficiency, since
appliances provided by Alpha are high-efficiency and sometimes shared among several households.
It also extends product lifespan, since appliances are repaired and maintained, following the CE
hierarchy [33], and closes the loop, since collected appliances are renovated, and appliance components
are disassembled and reused.
The IoT technology enables the tracking and monitoring of product activity during the usage
phase [4,5,12]. Alpha uses this functionality to control users’ activities on products, thus discouraging
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careless behavior that may lead to a quicker wear and tear, and to enable appliances sharing between
multiple households. In fact, in order to share the same appliance within multiple users, real-time
data regarding, e.g., the availability of appliances (free or busy) must be collected and shared among
households. Sharing, in turn, increases product utilization. Thus, this functionality increases resource
efficiency. Moreover, this functionality extends the product lifespan, since improper user behavior
during product usage, which may lead to a quicker wear and tear, is prevented.
The information gathered through IoT is also useful for providing better technical support in
the field [13,52]. The analysis of this information, by the means of appropriate analytics, provides
a useful support for external Alpha technicians. For instance, repair and spare parts management
is improved by learning which, among the appliance components, breaks down with the greatest
frequency. A better execution of these activities extends the product lifespan, thus affecting the related
CE value driver.
Moreover, an appropriate analysis of Big Data, performed by analytics, entails the provision of
preventive and predictive maintenance [12,52,54]. For instance, Alpha is able to know the expected life
of components that fail most frequently, when working in operational fields (i.e., at the households’
houses). Again, this information may be utilized for the execution of preventive and predictive
maintenance. This kind of service, in turn, extends the product lifespan.
Monitoring and analyzing information regarding the use phase allows the company to optimize
the product usage [12,50]. For instance, when Alpha offers the access of its washing machines, the
company monitors the consumption of electricity, water, and detergents, as well as the washing load,
number of cycles, etc. The analysis of these Big Data enables Alpha to know the usage pattern that
reduces the consumption of appliances, and to compare it with each specific household’s consumption
habits. Therefore, Alpha may provide personal advice, such as a better washing cycle duration or
the best washing cycle load to reduce energy and water consumption. More specifically, a mobile
application provides hints to each user about when to use fewer detergents, as well as how to reduce
water and energy consumption. Users are therefore incentivized to reduce their washing environmental
impact, because if they decide to follow this tailored advice, they are awarded with a fee reduction.
Thus, this feature contributes to increase the appliances resource efficiency.
Making products smart [54] entails an easier product upgrade for Alpha. In fact, Alpha is able
to remotely upgrade only the firmware that controls the appliance’s usage of consumables, thus
incorporating the most up-to-date programs. This, in turn, achieves a reduction of consumables.
Therefore, this feature increases resource efficiency. Moreover, this feature extends the product lifespan,
since old appliances remain competitive for a longer time, thus postponing their replacement.
At the end-of-life, IoT enhances renovation and end-of-life activities [12,23]. Indeed, Alpha knows
the appliance position in real time. Therefore, it may use this information when each subscription ends,
to organize better collection activities. Moreover, information regarding product status and condition
may be useful to enhance other closed-loop activities, such as refurbishment, remanufacturing, and
recycling. For instance, knowing the condition of components or other aspects, such as the number of
usage cycles carried out, provides insights regarding which components should be substituted in the
renovation process. Thus, this feature enhances closing the loop.
The empirical findings are summarized in Table 3, which provides a preliminary mapping of the
linkages between the eight functionalities, enabled by digital technologies and the CE value drivers,
in the Alpha case. Moreover, each functionality has been associated with the main product life cycle
phase affected, distinguishing between three stages: (i) beginning of life, which includes design
and production activities; (ii) middle of life, which includes logistics (distribution), use, service and
maintenance; and (iii) end of life, which includes reverse logistics and “renovation” activities such as
reuse (with or without upgrade), remanufacturing, and recycling [64].
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Table 3. Empirical findings: linkages between the functionalities of Alpha usage-focused BMs and the CE value drivers.
ID Functionality
Product Life
Cycle Stage Empirical Evidences from Alpha Case and Role for CE
CE Value Driver [20]
Increase
Resource
Efficiency
Extend
Lifespan
Close the
Loop
1 Improvingproduct design Begin of life
This functionality has not been encountered in Alpha case, since the company does not perform this
activity internally.
2 Attracting targetcustomers Begin of life
Thanks to an elaboration of the information gathered from the Alpha installed base, the company may
improve its marketing activity. This, in turn, increases the number of users that access the Alpha
sustainable offering, thus enhancing resource efficiency, extending lifespan and closing the loop.
X X X
3
Monitoring and
tracking products
activity
Middle of life
Through IoT, Alpha monitors the appliances condition, location and usage. This is an essential
requirement for enabling appliances sharing between multiple households. Therefore, it increases the
product utilization, resulting in an improvement in resource efficiency. Moreover, product monitoring
prevent wrong users’ behavior in product usage, which may lead to a quicker wear and tear. Thus, this
functionality extend product lifespan.
X X
4 Providingtechnical support Middle of life
Information collected through IoT helps Alpha and its field network to provide technical support and
other services such as spare parts management, repair, etc. This, in turn, extends the product lifespan. X
5
Providing
preventive and
predictive
maintenance
Middle of life
The analysis of Big Data by appropriate analytics entails the provision of preventive and predictive
maintenance. For instance, Alpha knows the expected life of appliances components that fail most
frequently while working in an operational field (i.e., the households’ houses). This information may be
utilized for the execution of preventive and predictive maintenance. Thus, the lifespan of the product
is extended.
X
6 Optimizing theproduct usage Middle of life
By analyzing with appropriate analytics the data collected through IoT, Alpha knows the best operational
way that reduces the consumption of appliances consumables. Thus, by comparing it with each user’s
habits, Alpha provides personal advice to its customers (by the means of the Mobile App) in order to
reduce the consumption of consumables. This feature contributes to increase resource efficiency.
X
7 Upgrading theproduct End of life
Thanks to the provision of smart products, Alpha may upgrade only the digital part of the appliances, i.e.,
the software that controls the appliances usage phase. The aim is to upgrade the appliance firmware, in
order to incorporate the most up-to-date programs, which allows achieving a reduction of consumables.
Therefore, resource efficiency may be achieved, by the means of a reduction in the appliances
consumables. Moreover, also the lifespan of the appliances is extended, since old appliances remain
competitive, and their replacement is postponed over time.
X X
8
Enhancing
renovation and
end-of-life
activities
End of life
Through the IoT technology, Alpha knows in real-time the product location and condition. Thus, Alpha
may use the information regarding product location for a better organization of the collection activities
when subscription ends. Moreover, the information regarding products and components status may be
used for a better performance of other CE end-of-life activities such as refurbishment, remanufacturing,
recycling. This, in turn, enhances closing the loop.
X
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5. Discussion
The empirical findings provided by the Alpha case have been used to fill the conceptual framework
designed in Table 2, and are discussed in the following, where we address how the functionalities
illustrated in the framework interact with the three CE value drivers.
Companies may improve the design of their products (Table 2, #1) to respond better to customers’
needs, by collecting usage data through IoT, and by analyzing them through appropriate analytics [12].
In this case, products can be redesigned to be maintained, upgraded, disassembled, and recycled in
an easier way [30,37], thus extending products lifespans as well as closing the loop through repair,
remanufacturing, and recycling.
In the same way, companies may improve marketing activities (Table 2, #2), by elaborating
the information gathered from the installed base (through IoT) regarding how customers are using
products [13,19]. The overall aim is to attract new and targeted customers, who access the CE offering
instead of the traditional one. Generally, the CE solutions intrinsically increase resource efficiency,
extend product lifespan and close the loop [20], as exemplified by the Alpha case. Thus, digital
technologies, in this case, may attain all the three CE value drivers.
Moreover, companies through IoT may monitor the product condition, status, location, and usage
(Table 2, #3) [12,52], thus discouraging careless users’ behavior that may lead to quicker wear and
tear—therefore, product lifespan is extended. This monitoring and tracking product activity also
allows the company to introduce sharing BMs, because when products are shared among several users,
the information regarding product condition, usage, status, etc., must be collected and made available
to each single user. Sharing, in turn, increases the product utilization, thus resulting in an improvement
in resource efficiency [42].
Companies and their technical assistance field network may improve the provision of technical
support and other services, such as repair, assistance, spare parts management, etc. (Table 2, #4),
thanks to the analysis of Big Data collected through IoT [12,52]. A better execution of such services
extends the product lifespan, as exemplified by the Alpha case.
Moreover, the analysis of Big Data collected through IoT by appropriate analytics entails the
provision of preventive and predictive maintenance (Table 2, #5), as exemplified by the Rolls-Royce
and the Alpha cases [12,54]. Thanks to the execution of this advanced maintenance, the lifespan of the
product may be extended.
Furthermore, companies may provide to their customers personalized advice with the aim of
optimizing the usage phase (Table 2, #6), through an analysis of the Big Data collected by the IoT
sensors [50,52]. This feature helps increase the resource efficiency, as shown by the Alpha case.
When the products offered become smart [52,54], companies may “replace” only digital elements,
such as the product firmware or software, thus enhancing the feasibility of upgrading (Table 2, #7) in
a remote way [51]. Upgrading generally allows a reduction of the product consumables (e.g., energy)
during the usage phase, thus increasing resource efficiency. Moreover, the lifespan of the product may
also be extended, since with an upgrade, old products remain competitive, and their replacement is
postponed over time.
Finally, companies may execute end-of-life collection, refurbishment, remanufacturing and
recycling activities in a proper way (Table 2, #8), because thanks to IoT, they can access real-time
product information, e.g., geo-localization and condition [23]. Therefore, collection activities when
products reach end-of-life may be optimized, since companies know each product location in real
time. In addition, other renovation activities, such as remanufacturing, may be improved, since
remanufacturers know product status as well as the expected residual life of each “smart” component
(thanks to analytics), which is an important task to ensure that the component may maintain its
reliability for another lifecycle [35]. This, in turn, attains closing the loop.
Thanks to the generalization of the empirical findings provided by the Alpha case, the framework
depicted in Table 2 has been completed, and the final version is presented in Table 4. More
specifically, the framework highlights the role of the digital technologies investigated (i.e., IoT, Big
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Data, and analytics) in enabling the transition towards CE, by pointing out the relationship between
the functionalities of usage-focused BMs and the CE value drivers. The framework encompasses four
dimensions, which are the digital technologies investigated (i.e., IoT, Big Data, and analytics), the eight
identified functionalities of usage-focused business models, the product’s life cycle phase (i.e., begin
of life, middle of life, end of life), and the three circular economy value drivers (increasing resource
efficiency, extending product lifespan, and closing the loop).
From a digital technologies perspective, it can be noted that only two of the eight functionalities
presented may be enabled through IoT without investing in appropriate analytics to analyze the
data. These two functionalities are monitoring and tracking products activity and upgrading the
product. These functionalities allow for increasing resource efficiency and extending the product
lifespan. Therefore, it is important to stress that, if companies want to close the loop (i.e., attain the
third CE value driver), they must invest on technologies able to analyze the Big Data collected.
From a life-cycle perspective, digital technologies play a relevant role in enabling the transition to
CE at each life cycle stage. However, four functionalities out of eight come into play at the middle of the
product life, i.e., during the usage phase of the product. This is consistent with the existing literature in
the fields of servitization and digital technologies, which shows that when products become smart, the
value generation shifts from the initial stages of design and production to the usage phases, involving
the so-called “value-in-use” [19,54]. However, the framework shows that none of the functionalities
covering the middle of life is related to the third CE value driver, i.e., closing the loop. Therefore,
companies who want to invest in digital technologies in order to close the loop must intensify their
efforts at the beginning of life, e.g., following appropriate strategies such as design-for-remanufacturing
or design-for-recycling [35,37], or directly at the end of life, e.g., by implementing appropriate reverse
logistics [32].
From a CE value driver point of view, it can be noted that six functionalities out of the eight
help extend product lifespan, four increase resource efficiency, and only three close the loop. Thus,
extending product lifespan seems to be the most common way to enable CE when investing in IoT, Big
Data, and analytics.
Finally, the framework of Table 4 should be read in the light of the usage-focused BM type
drawback highlighted in the Background section (see Table 1). In fact, the literature points out that
usage-focused BMs could lead to careless product usage by the customer base, leading to quicker wear
and tear, since users no longer own the products [7,42]. However, this drawback is prevented thanks
to the IoT monitoring functionality: when products become smart and connected [54], companies
can monitor their usage, and inappropriate behavior by the users is discouraged. Therefore, it can
be concluded that, despite what acknowledged by previous research, usage-focused BMs can also
effectively lead to a transition towards CE, if appropriately supported by digital technologies.
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Table 4. Final version of the conceptual framework, which highlights the role of digital technologies in enabling the transition towards CE.
ID Usage-Focused BMs Functionality
Digital Technologies Product Life
Cycle Stage
CE Value Driver [20]
IoT Big Data & Analytics Increase Resource Efficiency Extend Lifespan Close the Loop
1 Improving product design X
X Begin of life X XX
2 Attracting target customers X
X Begin of life X X XX
3 Monitoring and tracking productsactivity X Middle of life X X
4 Providing technical support X
X
Middle of life XX
5
Providing preventive and
predictive maintenance X
X
Middle of life XX
6 Optimizing the product usage X
X
Middle of life XX
7 Upgrading the product X End of life X X
8 Enhancing renovation and
end-of-life activities
X
X
End of life XX
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6. Conclusions
6.1. Contribution to Research
The literature acknowledges digital technologies’ enabling role for the deployment of both
servitized BMs and CE by companies [12,14,19–21]. However, how digital technologies favor
the transition towards CE has not been analyzed in detail yet [5], thus requiring more empirical
investigations in the field [5,23]. To contribute to building knowledge on this aspect, this paper focuses
on how IoT, Big Data, and analytics act in the deployment of usage-focused BMs to attain the three
fundamental CE value drivers pointed out by literature, i.e., increasing resource efficiency, extending
product lifespan, and closing the loop [20]. More specifically, this study has pointed out eight digital
technologies functionalities enabling the transition towards CE:
1. Enhancing product design, thus extending product lifespan and closing the loop.
2. Enhancing marketing activities by attracting target customer segments, thus reaching a wider
diffusion of the CE offering and therefore creating value through all the three CE value drivers.
3. Allowing the monitoring and tracking of product activity, thus preventing incorrect usage
behavior and enabling the sharing of products among multiple users, extending product lifespan
and increasing resource efficiency.
4. Enhancing the provision of technical support, thus extending product lifespan.
5. Allowing the provision of preventive and predictive maintenance, thus extending
product lifespan.
6. Optimizing the usage of the product, thus increasing resource efficiency.
7. Enhancing product upgrading, therefore increasing resource efficiency and extending
product lifespan.
8. Enhancing the execution of renovation and end-of-life activities such as refurbishment,
remanufacturing, and recycling, thus closing the loop.
These eight functionalities point out the important role that IoT, Big Data, and analytics play at
each product life cycle stage (i.e., beginning of life, middle of life, end of life) as an enabler of the
CE paradigms in usage-focused BMs, by means of the three CE value drivers. This role has been
investigated in practice through a case study.
This paper adds to current research, since it highlights the relationship between IoT, Big Data
and analytics, the product life cycle stage, the three CE value drivers, and the functionalities of
usage-focused BMs. Thus, the paper develops an original conceptual framework (Table 4) to
operationalize the linkages between the above-mentioned digital technologies and the three CE
value drivers. More specifically, the conceptual framework provides the following contributions.
First, it shows that, in order to move towards CE, companies should couple investments in IoT
with Big Data and analytics technologies. In fact, only two out of the eight functionalities presented
are enabled by implementing the IoT technology alone, and none of them allows for closing the loop.
Second, the framework shows that four out of eight functionalities concern the usage phase of
installed products (middle of life). These functionalities act on resource efficiency increase and lifespan
extension, but not on the third CE value driver (closing the loop). The latter is instead enabled by
functionalities that come into play in the initial or final product life cycle stage. Therefore, to close the
loop, companies should rely on functionalities acting at the start and at the end of product life.
Third, the framework shows that extending product lifespan is the CE value driver most impacted
by IoT plus Big Data and analytics, implying that companies may achieve great benefits in this area.
Finally, the paper adds to current research since it shows how digital technologies help overcome
the drawback of usage-focused BMs to achieve CE. Indeed, the IoT functionality to monitor product
usage prevents the risk of less careful usage by customers, which otherwise may lead to a quicker
wear and tear. Therefore, even though result-focused BMs were recognized by previous literature as
Sustainability 2018, 10, 639 18 of 21
the most promising ones for introducing the CE paradigm, usage-focused BMs can also effectively
lead to a transition towards CE, if appropriately supported by digital technologies.
6.2. Managerial Implications
The paper also constitutes a useful reference for managers who desire to start converting the BMs
of their companies towards servitization and CE.
As a first contribution, this paper provides managers with a clear understanding of the role of IoT,
Big Data, and analytics in the transition towards CE. Such increased conceptual clarity may support
a full exploitation of the potential of these digital technologies in the company.
Moreover, the identification of the relations among digital technologies, CE value drivers and life
cycle phases allows managers to align their company strategy to the desired path, in order to achieve
CE at the micro level. Managers may use the conceptual framework developed in this paper in order to
design a BM digitalization path, by purposively choosing a set of functionalities of usage-oriented BMs.
More specifically, the framework shows, for each functionality, (i) which digital technology should be
adopted, i.e., if it is required to invest in only the IoT technology, or if the IoT sensors must be combined
with analytics to analyze the collected Big Data; (ii) which life cycle phase should be affected, thus
giving an idea about the order of magnitude required by the digitalization path; (iii) which CE value
driver would be attained, thus explaining how CE should be reached with the digitalization path.
6.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions
The study has some limitations. Since only one case study has been performed, generalization is
difficult to achieve [60]. Moreover, only a small number of digital technologies from the wider range of
those impacted by the fourth industrial revolution have been explored in this study. For instance, this
paper has not investigated the role of technologies such as additive manufacturing, cloud computing,
cyber-physical systems, and augmented/virtual reality. Furthermore, only BMs included in the
usage-focused BM type have been investigated empirically.
All these limitations provide additional avenues for research. First, future studies should address
a wide empirical sample, to validate the findings from this paper with additional qualitative data.
Moreover, future research may comprise other 4.0 technologies, to give a broader view on the role that
digital technologies play in enabling the transition towards CE. Finally, additional emphasis should be
put on other BM types, such as product-focused and result-focused ones. Table 1 has provided some
specific drawbacks of each BM type, which gives potential indications for future research. Through
a more detailed formalization of the characteristics of such BMs, their potential role in a CE approach
could be more thoroughly investigated.
Acknowledgments: The authors would like to acknowledge the three anonymous reviewers for their helpful
suggestions and constructive criticisms. The work described in this document has been conducted as part
of the project T-REX (Lifecycle Extension through Product Redesign and Repair, Renovation, Reuse, Recycle
Strategies For Usage & Reusage-Oriented Business Model), research project funded by the European Union
Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007–2013) under grant agreement no. 609005. For more details visit:
http://t-rex-fp7.
Author Contributions: All authors contributed equally to all aspects of the research presented in this paper.
More specifically, Marco Perona has set the research program goals, led the research group, and reviewed the
paper. Nicola Saccani has given a fundamental contribution in the problem setting, extensively reviewed all the
paper, and written the conclusions. Federico Adrodegari has developed the methodological framework setting,
contributed to the background section, and written the introduction. Gianmarco Bressanelli has thoroughly
supported the drafting of the whole paper, authored the background, the case study and the discussion sections;
Gianmarco Bressanelli has also developed the conceptual framework and carried out the empirical investigation.
Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
Sustainability 2018, 10, 639 19 of 21
References
1. Ghisellini, P.; Cialani, C.; Ulgiati, S. A review on circular economy: The expected transition to a balanced
interplay of environmental and economic systems. J. Clean. Prod. 2016, 114, 11–32. [CrossRef]
2. Geissdoerfer, M.; Savaget, P.; Bocken, N.M.P.; Hultink, E.J. The Circular Economy—A new sustainability
paradigm? J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 143, 757–768. [CrossRef]
3. Ellen MacArthur Foundation. Towards a Circular Economy, Economic and Business Rationale for an Accelerated
Transition; Ellen MacArthur Foundation: Cowes, UK, 2012.
4. Jabbour, C.J.C.; de Sousa Jabbour, A.B.L.; Sarkis, J.; Filho, M.G. Unlocking the circular economy through new
business models based on large-scale data: An integrative framework and research agenda. Technol. Forecast.
Soc. Chang. 2017. [CrossRef]
5. Nobre, G.C.; Tavares, E. Scientific literature analysis on big data and Internet of Things applications on
circular economy: A bibliometric study. Scientometrics 2017, 111, 463–492. [CrossRef]
6. Lewandowski, M. Designing the Business Models for Circular Economy—Towards the Conceptual
Framework. Sustainability 2016, 8, 43. [CrossRef]
7. Tukker, A. Product services for a resource-efficient and circular economy—A review. J. Clean. Prod. 2015, 97,
76–91. [CrossRef]
8. Cohen, B.; Kietzmann, J. Ride On! Mobility Business Models for the Sharing Economy. Organ. Environ. 2014,
27, 279–296. [CrossRef]
9. Ellen MacArthur Foundation. Growth within: A Circular Economy Vision for a Competitive Europe; Ellen
MacArthur Foundation: Cowes, UK, 2015.
10. Firnkorn, J.; Müller, M. What will be the environmental effects of new free-floating car-sharing systems?
The case of car2go in Ulm. Ecol. Econ. 2011, 70, 1519–1528. [CrossRef]
11. Mont, O.; Dalhammar, C.; Jacobsson, N. A new business model for baby prams based on leasing and product
remanufacturing. J. Clean. Prod. 2006, 14, 1509–1518. [CrossRef]
12. Baines, T.; Lightfoot, H.W. Servitization of the manufacturing firm. Exploring the operations practices and
technologies that deliver advanced services. Int. J. Oper. Prod. Manag. 2013, 34, 2–35. [CrossRef]
13. Spring, M.; Araujo, L. Product biographies in servitization and the circular economy. Ind. Mark. Manag. 2017,
60, 126–137. [CrossRef]
14. Kamp, B.; Parry, G. Servitization and advanced business services as levers for competitiveness.
Ind. Mark. Manag. 2017, 60, 11–16. [CrossRef]
15. Turunen, T.; Finne, M. The organisational environment’s impact on the servitization of manufacturers.
Eur. Manag. J. 2014. [CrossRef]
16. Alghisi, A.; Saccani, N. Internal and external alignment in the servitization journey—Overcoming the
challenges. Prod. Plan. Control 2015. [CrossRef]
17. Neely, A. Exploring the financial consequences of the servitization of manufacturing. Oper. Manag. Res. 2008,
1, 103–118. [CrossRef]
18. Adrodegari, F.; Saccani, N. Business models for the service transformation of industrial firms. Serv. Ind. J.
2017, 37, 57–83. [CrossRef]
19. Lenka, S.; Parida, V.; Wincent, J. Digitalization Capabilities as Enablers of Value Co-Creation in Servitizing
Firms. Psychol. Mark. 2017, 34, 92–100. [CrossRef]
20. Ellen MacArthur Foundation. Intelligent Assets: Unlocking the Circular Economy Potential; Ellen MacArthur
Foundation: Cowes, UK, 2016.
21. Despeisse, M.; Baumers, M.; Brown, P.; Charnley, F.; Ford, S.J.; Garmulewicz, A.; Knowles, S.;
Minshall, T.H.W.; Mortara, L.; Reed-Tsochas, F.P.; et al. Unlocking value for a circular economy through 3D
printing: A research agenda. Technol. Forecast. Soc. Chang. 2017, 115, 75–84. [CrossRef]
22. Parida, V.; Sjödin, D.R.; Wincent, J.; Kohtamäki, M. Mastering the transition to product-service provision:
Insights into business models, Learning activities, and capabilities. Res. Technol. Manag. 2014, 57, 44–52.
[CrossRef]
23. Pagoropoulos, A.; Pigosso, D.C.A.; McAloone, T.C. The Emergent Role of Digital Technologies in the Circular
Economy: A Review. Procedia CIRP 2017, 64, 19–24. [CrossRef]
24. Geng, Y.; Doberstein, B. Developing the circular economy in China: Challenges and opportunities for
achieving “leapfrog development”. Int. J. Sustain. Dev. World Ecol. 2008, 15, 231–239. [CrossRef]
Sustainability 2018, 10, 639 20 of 21
25. Lieder, M.; Rashid, A. Towards circular economy implementation: A comprehensive review in context of
manufacturing industry. J. Clean. Prod. 2016, 115, 36–51. [CrossRef]
26. Tecchio, P.; McAlister, C.; Mathieux, F.; Ardente, F. In search of standards to support circularity in product
policies: A systematic approach. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 168, 1533–1546. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
27. Masi, D.; Day, S.; Godsell, J. Supply Chain Configurations in the Circular Economy: A Systematic Literature
Review. Sustainability 2017, 9, 1602. [CrossRef]
28. Kirchherr, J.; Reike, D.; Hekkert, M. Conceptualizing the circular economy: An analysis of 114 definitions.
Resour. Conserv. Recycl. 2017, 127, 221–232. [CrossRef]
29. Franco, M.A. Circular economy at the micro level: A dynamic view of incumbents’ struggles and challenges
in the textile industry. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 168, 833–845. [CrossRef]
30. Van Loon, P.; Van Wassenhove, L.N. Assessing the economic and environmental impact of remanufacturing:
A decision support tool for OEM suppliers. Int. J. Prod. Res. 2017, 1–13. [CrossRef]
31. Braungart, M.; McDonough, W.; Bollinger, A. Cradle-to-cradle design: Creating healthy emissions—A
strategy for eco-effective product and system design. J. Clean. Prod. 2007, 15, 1337–1348. [CrossRef]
32. Kumar, S.; Putnam, V. Cradle to cradle: Reverse logistics strategies and opportunities across three industry
sectors. Int. J. Prod. Econ. 2008, 115, 305–315. [CrossRef]
33. Kalverkamp, M.; Pehlken, A.; Wuest, T. Cascade Use and the Management of Product Lifecycles.
Sustainability 2017, 9, 1540. [CrossRef]
34. Park, J.Y.; Chertow, M.R. Establishing and testing the “reuse potential” indicator for managing wastes as
resources. J. Environ. Manag. 2014, 137, 45–53. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
35. Go, T.F.; Wahab, D.A.; Hishamuddin, H. Multiple generation life-cycles for product sustainability: The way
forward. J. Clean. Prod. 2015, 95, 16–29. [CrossRef]
36. Mont, O. Innovative approaches to optimising design and use of durable consumer goods. Int. J. Prod. Dev.
2008, 6, 227. [CrossRef]
37. Bakker, C.; Wang, F.; Huisman, J.; den Hollander, M. Products that go round: Exploring product life extension
through design. J. Clean. Prod. 2014, 69, 10–16. [CrossRef]
38. Bocken, N.M.P.; de Pauw, I.; Bakker, C.; van der Grinten, B. Product design and business model strategies for
a circular economy. J. Ind. Prod. Eng. 2016, 33, 308–320. [CrossRef]
39. Murray, A.; Skene, K.; Haynes, K. The Circular Economy: An Interdisciplinary Exploration of the Concept
and Application in a Global Context. J. Bus. Ethics 2017, 140, 369–380. [CrossRef]
40. Linder, M.; Williander, M. Circular Business Model Innovation: Inherent Uncertainties. Bus. Strateg. Environ.
2017, 26, 182–196. [CrossRef]
41. Dimache, A.; Roche, T. A decision methodology to support servitisation of manufacturing. Int. J. Oper.
Prod. Manag. 2013. [CrossRef]
42. Tukker, A. Eight types of product–service system: Eight ways to sustainability? Experiences from SusProNet.
Bus. Strateg. Environ. 2004, 13, 246–260. [CrossRef]
43. Baden-Fuller, C.; Morgan, M.S. Business Models as Models. Bus. Model. 2010. [CrossRef]
44. Wise, R.; Baumgartner, P. Go Downstream: The New Profit Imperative in Manufacturing. Harv. Bus. Rev. 1999.
Available online: https://hbr.org/1999/09/go-downstream-the-new-profit-imperative-in-manufacturing
(accessed on 13 February 2018).
45. Michelini, R.C.; Razzoli, R.P. Product-service for environmental safeguard: A metrics to sustainability.
Resour. Conserv. Recycl. 2004, 42, 83–98. [CrossRef]
46. Tukker, A.; Tischner, U. Product-services as a research field: Past, present and future. Reflections from
a decade of research. J. Clean. Prod. 2006, 14, 1552–1556. [CrossRef]
47. Barquet, A.P.B.; de Oliveira, M.G.; Amigo, C.R.; Cunha, V.P.; Rozenfeld, H. Employing the business model
concept to support the adoption of product–service systems (PSS). Ind. Mark. Manag. 2013, 42, 693–704.
[CrossRef]
48. Mccarthy, E.J. Basic Marketing: A Managerial Approach. Acad. Mark. Sci. 1964. Available online: http:
//www.worldcat.org/title/basic-marketing-a-managerial-approach/oclc/242331 (accessed on 13 February
2018).
49. Kujala, S.; Artto, K.; Aaltonen, P.; Turkulainen, V. Business models in project-based firms—Towards
a typology of solution-specific business models. Int. J. Proj. Manag. 2010. [CrossRef]
Sustainability 2018, 10, 639 21 of 21
50. Reim, W.; Parida, V.; Örtqvist, D. Product–Service Systems (PSS) business models and tactics—A systematic
literature review. J. Clean. Prod. 2015, 97, 61–75. [CrossRef]
51. Pialot, O.; Millet, D.; Bisiaux, J. “Upgradable PSS”: Clarifying a new concept of sustainable
consumption/production based on upgradablility. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 141, 538–550. [CrossRef]
52. Rymaszewska, A.; Helo, P.; Gunasekaran, A. IoT powered servitization of manufacturing—An exploratory
case study. Int. J. Prod. Econ. 2017, 192, 92–105. [CrossRef]
53. Ardolino, M.; Rapaccini, M.; Saccani, N.; Gaiardelli, P.; Crespi, G.; Ruggeri, C. The role of digital technologies
for the service transformation of industrial companies. Int. J. Prod. Res. 2017, 7543, 1–17. [CrossRef]
54. Porter, M.E.; Heppelmann, J.E. How Smart, Connected Product Are Transforming Competition.
Harv. Bus. Rev. 2014, 92, 64–89.
55. Allmendinger, G.; Lombreglia, R. Four strategies for the age of smart services. Harv. Bus. Rev. 2005, 83,
131–145. [PubMed]
56. Rust, R.T.; Huang, M.-H. The Service Revolution and the Transformation of Marketing Science. Mark. Sci.
2014. [CrossRef]
57. Cheng, C.-Y.; Barton, D.; Prabhu, V. The servicisation of the cutting tool supply chain. Int. J. Prod. Res. 2010,
48, 1–19. [CrossRef]
58. Cenamor, J.; Rönnberg Sjödin, D.; Parida, V. Adopting a platform approach in servitization: Leveraging the
value of digitalization. Int. J. Prod. Econ. 2017, 192, 54–65. [CrossRef]
59. Yin, R.K. Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 4th ed.; SAGE: Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, 2009;
ISBN 978-1-4129-6099-1.
60. Voss, C.; Tsikriktsis, N.; Frohlich, M. Case research in operations management. Int. J. Oper. Prod. Manag.
2002, 22, 195–219. [CrossRef]
61. Henry, G.T. Practical Sampling. In SAGE Handbook of Applied Social Research Methods; SAGE: Newcastle upon
Tyne, UK, 2009.
62. Adrodegari, F.; Saccani, N.; Kowalkowski, C.; Vilo, J. PSS business model conceptualization and application.
Prod. Plan. Control 2017, 28, 1251–1263. [CrossRef]
63. Saccani, N.; Perona, M.; Bacchetti, A. The total cost of ownership of durable consumer goods: A conceptual
model and an empirical application. Int. J. Prod. Econ. 2017, 183, 1–13. [CrossRef]
64. Govindan, K.; Soleimani, H.; Kannan, D. Reverse logistics and closed-loop supply chain: A comprehensive
review to explore the future. Eur. J. Oper. Res. 2015, 240, 603–626. [CrossRef]
© 2018 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
